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SHAKESPEARE'S CUTANEOUS CURSES AND CONTEMPT
ETHEL H. DAVIS, BA.*
The stream of time, which is continually washing
the dissoluble fabrics of other poets, passes with-
out injury by the adamant of Shakespeare.
Samuel Johnson—The Preface (1)
Curses and contemptuous language in Shake-
speare's works are too numerous for unlimited
citation. Because skin disorders were rife, poorly
treated, and dreaded, fearful evocations were
heavily of dermatologic relevance. This, there-
fore, is a culling of Shakespeare's cutaneous
"Curses, not loud but deep, . . ." (Macbeth
5.3.27)'
Hate all, curse all,
And may diseases lick up their false bloods ¶
(Timon of Athens 1.3.541)
If thou hatest curses,
Stay not; fly, whilst thou art blest and free;
(Timoll of Athens 4.3.542)
Shakespeare's age cursed as a way of speech
and of life. The curser and the cursed believed in
the superstition that imprecations could effect
the curse. The archeursers Caliban of The Tern,-
pest and Thersites in Troilus and Cressida vie
for vituperative supremacy with the equally
venomous but sophisticated Apemantus and
Timon, coupled in Timcm of Athens. Falstaff
and Bardoiph exchange scurrilities in King
Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, and in The Merry
Wives of Windsor. The cursing condition of
speech is not limited to certain of Shakespeare's
characters. It abounds throughout the plays and
poems.
Political opportunists who capitalized on war
wounds were derided:
Menenius: Where is he wounded?
Volumnia: I' the shoulder, and i' the left arm.
There will be large cicatrices to show the people,
when he shall stand for his place.
(Coriolanus 2.1.164—166)
* Free-lance medical copy editor and paramedi-
cal writer, Chicago. Fellow, American Medical
Writers Association.
'Place of citation is identified by the simple
system used in the New Cambridge Edition:
Arabic numerals, separated by periods, in this
sequence: Act, scene, line.
to such as boasting show their scars,
A mock is due.
(Troilus and Cressida 4.5.324)
Malingering was recognized, not without the
sarcasm of the malingerer's peers:
Yonder's my lord your son with a patch of velvet
on's face;
whether there be a scar under't or no, the velvet
knows:
but 'tis a goodly patch of velvet.
(All's Well That Ends Well 4.5.59)
In the "hollow bones of man" passage, Timon
scoffingly bids the courtesans Phrynia and
Timandra to keep plying their trade. The curs-
ing misanthrope lists almost all the devastating
manifestations of unbridled syphilis (2). In the
lines pertinent to dermatology, Timon flouts:
• Make curled-pate ruffians bald,
• . hoar [afflict with white leprosy the flamen
[priesti
That scolds against the quality of flesh...
And let the unscarr'd braggarts of the war
Derive some pain from you; plague all!
(Timon of Athens 4.3.161—164)
One could inveigh against his wrongdoer and
thus receive retribution. Maledictions were in-
ventively diverse. Cursing was the resort not
only of the vulgar; the custom was indulged in
by aristocracy, by soldiers, and by women. A few
of Shakespeare's women had remarkable re-
sourcefulness: Constance and her cursing lamen-
tations in King John, the jealous nag Adriana in
A Comedy of Errors, the waspish Katharina in
The Taming of the Shrew2 before her taming
(3).
It was permissible to pray that curses may be-
fall, as Constance does when she rails and suppli-
cates: "0, upon my knee,/. . . I do pray. . . cry
thou amen,/To my keen curses. .. ." (King John
3.1.181—182) Or, as Queen Margaret does:
"Richard yet lives, . . ./Cancel his bond of life,
dear God, I pray/.. . that foul .. . toad"! (Rich-
2 Constance, Adriana, and Katharina are the
women whom Frank Harris (3) saw as the Xan-
thippe-like prototypes of Shakespeare's wife Anne
Hathaway.
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ard III 4. 4.80—87). Another citation justifies
the comparison to a toad as being associated
with dermatology: Edgar says to Edmund in
King Lear (5.3.140): " .. . thou art a traitor...
a most toad-spotted traitor. .
The suicidally chaste patrician Lucrece prays
that death come to her royal violator—but not
too soon. In the unforgettable refrain "Let him
have time . . . ," Luerece entreats a lingering
death of vengeance: "Let him have time to tear
his curled hair; . . ." i(The Rape of Lucrece,
Lines 982—1004). Even as Lucrece prayed that
her despoiler have time for the protracted effect
of her long listing of curses, King Lear in his
desperate desolation prays for his treacherous
daughter to have time for remorse: "Hear, Na-
ture Hear! /Create her child of spleen . . ./Let it
stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth". (King
Lear 1.4.306—308)
Men have always known how women dread
wrinkles: "Paint until a horse may mire upon
your face:/A pox of wrinkles". (Timon to the
courtesan: Timon of Athens 4.3.148) " .. . And
dig deep trenches in thy beauty's field, . . ." (Son-
nets 2, Line 7).
Pox, plague or pestilences, and leprosy com-
prised the most recurring triple oath. Diseases,
largely undifferentiated, were too often incurable
by "Nature's hand" or by "empirics". The pox
and leprosy were relentless, and the plagues
were returning scourges (4, 5). Those direst of
intractable diseases thus became the commonest
of curses: "Yon ribaudred nag of Egypt,—!
Whom leprosy o'ertake! ..." (Antony and
Cleopatra 3.10.10). Cleopatra in turn strikes
down the messenger with: "The most infectious
pestilence upon thee"! (Antony and Cleopatra
2.5.61) "All the contagion of the south [venereal
disease] light on thee . . .". (Coriolanus 1.4.30)
"Now a pox upon her green-sickness [chiorosis]."
(Pericles 4.6.14) "A pox of that jest! and be-
shrew all shrows"! (Love's Labour's Lost 5.2.46)
"The "pox" of the plays referred to syphilis,
not smallpox, which was not recognized as a
serious disease until the second half of the six-
teenth century; it was Ia grosse ve'role, syphilis
(7). Pox and pestilence or plague fill the dia-
logues of the plays as the expletives filled the
popular conversation: "A pox of the devil"
(Henry V, 3.7.134); "A pox o' your throats"!
(Measure for Measure 4.2.26). A pox on what-
ever one ridiculed, disdained, or damned.
The theater district was in the Winchester
area. Shakespeare would have known that a
victim of syphilis might have acquired the dis-
ease in one of the many brothels of Winchester.
In Troilus and Cressida, Pandarus' promise to
pass on his infection is a threatened curse, a
threat that he was likely to make good:
Some galled goose of Winchester would hiss.
Till then I'll sweat and seek about for eases,
And at that time bequeath you my diseases.
(5.10.54)
The sufferer was the galled goose, referring to
the swelling in the groin (8, 9). Prostitutes were
known by many names in Shakespeare. Those
in the Winchester brothels were known as the
Winchester geese.
A curser might damn the cursed to the place
of treatment:
to the spital [hospital for the poor incurablesl
go,
And from the powd'ring tub of infamy
Fetch forth the lazar-kite [prostitute] of Cressid's
kind,
Doll Tearsheet she by name, and her espouse.
(King Henry V 2.1.75)
Sir StClair Thomson's interpretation of "infi-
nite maladie" as meaning syphilis (7) seems ob-
vious when Timon curses: "Of man and beast
the infinite maladie/Crust you quite o'er"!
(Timon of Athens 3.3.109—110) Partridge (10),
however, says that this is not certain, that
"infinite maladie" could have meant leprosy.
Undoubtedly, the terms were loosely inter-
changed, because of the vagaries of diagnosis.
It is Thersites again who supplies still another
of the many synonyms for syphilis when he
curses: ". . . The vengeance on the whole camp!
or, rather the Neapolitan boneache!" (Troilus
and Cressida 2.3.16) Naples shared infamy with
Corinth and Crete as the cities of sin.
In All's Well That Ends Well (4.5.100),
Lavatch says: "But it is your carbonadoed face."
Carbonadoed means scored and broiled, as meat
(9, 11). Clown lets Bertram know his suspi-
cion—that the slash on his cheek resulted from
the lancing of a venereal sore (12). The de-
scriptive "carbonadoed" displays contempt.
King Lear metaphorically castigates his faith-
less daughter Goneril:
But yet thou art my flesh, my daughter.
Or rather a disease that's in my flesh
Which I must needs call mine: thou art a boil,
A plague sore, an embossed carbuncle,
(King Lear 2.422)
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Maxwell (13) says that "embossed" is a "foam-
ing". Onions (9) gives the meaning "swollen", as
does the Oxford English Dictionary (11).
In As You Like It (2.7.65—67), Duke scorn-
fully reminds Jaques of his youthful dissipation,
the cursed result of which he is now spreading:
Thou thyself has been a libertine
As sensual as the brutish sting itself;
And all th' embossed sores and headed evils
That thou with license of free foot has caught
Would'st thou disgorge into the general world.
Here the use of the word "embossed" throws
the weight of meaning to the sense of swollen (9,
11). "Headed evils" certainly are lesions that
"come of a head"; Simpson (12) believes that
when Shakespeare says "embossed", he means
what physicians do when they describe a car-
buncle as having a "heaped up" or "rolled over
edge".
Timon contemptuously scolds the courtesan:
Be a whore still; they love thee not that use thee.
Give them diseases leaving them with their lust.
Make use of the Salt [lustful (13)] hours. Season
the slaves
For tubs and baths; bring down rose-cheek'd
youth
To the tub-fast [abstinence] and the diet. (9, 14,
15, 16, 17)
(Timon of Athens 4.3.1)
The courtesan knows that he is talking about
her part in spreading venereal disease by what-
ever name.
Maxwell (16) informs of the prevalent opinion
that the " . . . infection transmitted to another
left the infeeter free". This curse bears out such
antique self-delusions:
Phrynia: . .. Thy lips rot off!
Timon: I will not kiss thee; then the rot returns
To thine own lips again.
(Timon of Athens 43.64—65)
Between 1494 and 1550 syphilis was fairly
well recognized. Shakespeare's characters had no
doub about how and where the disease was
contracted, by those of high and low station
alike (5). They could jeer at those who spread
the infection even when they themselves were
participants, as Falstaff was: "If the cook help
to make the gluttony, you help to make/the dis-
ease, Doll: we catch of you Doll, . .." (King
Henry IV, Part 2, 2.4.48)
Bawd: .. . he brought his diseases hither: here he
doth but repair it. I know he will come in our
shadow to scatter his crowns [spread infection] in
the sun.
(Pericles 4.2.20-24)
A "meazel", variously applied and spelled is a
low fellow. Contemporaries sometimes said mca-
zel (18) when referring to a leper or someone
with syphilis. Nomenclature was no more pre-
cise than diagnosis was carefully differential.
Similarly, as "measles" sometimes meant leprosy
so did it at times refer to venereal diseases, as in
Coriolanus when venereal disease was un-
doubtedly intended:
Coin words till their decay against those measles,
Which we disdain should tetter us, yet sought
The very way to catch them.
(3.1.76)
We know "tetter" as a skin eruption (19).
Simpson (12) thinks that tetter was ringworm.
According to Sir StClair Thomson (7), the
eruption (6) sometimes resembled the French
crown or corona Veneris' of syphilis, further re-
minding people of the disease. Tetter appears in
Dorland's Medical Dictionary (20) as a "popu-
lar name". Its popularity today is questionable;
however, apparently the tenn is still regional
even in the United States. Webster (21) defines
tetter as "any of the vesicular skin diseases:
ringworm, eczema, herpes, pimple, pustule, ulcer,
or blister," and calls it an obsolete or dialect
term. Apparently the tetter was an over-all term
for many itching diseases. In the last citation
from Coriolanus, obviously, both measles and
tetter refer to venereal disease, disclosed by
yet sought/The very way to catch them".
Coriolanus was rebuking the multitudes for their
insolence, and the Senators, in turn, chided him
for his contemptuous speech, acting as if he were
a god with power to inflict curses.
Shakespeare's Thersites painted his curses
with every commonly known ailment of his day;
he did not forget serpigo: " .. . Now, the dry
serpigo on the subject!/and war and lechery
confound all". (Troilus and Cressida 2.3.82)
Perhaps serpigo denoted shingles (22). Serpigo
also appears to have been a term widely used by
8 Shakespeare associates the French crown with
the alopecia of syphilis, as when Quince, in dis-
cussing the play within a play, taunts: "Some of
your French crowns have no hair at all, /and then
you will play bare-faced". (Midsummer Night's
Dream 12.100-101)
260 THE JOURNAL OF INVESTIGATIVE DERMATOLOGY
old medical writers for any spreading or creep-
ing skin disease. Writing a hundred years ago,
Bucknill (23) thought it was most frequently
applied to herpes circinatus, to "creeping forms
of impetigo and psoriasis", especially psoriasis
to which "dry" would be appropriate because of
the scaly eruption.
The Duke, with a satirically implied curse
(although the choice of diseases (12) was not
fatal) advises Claudio to "Reason thus with
life":
• . . The mere effusion of thy proper loins
Do curse the gout, serpigo, and the rheum,
For ending thee no sooner.
(Measure for Measure 3.1.29)
Cursing may take the inverse form of lifting
or sparing the curse: the sparing of birthmarks,
blemishes, or congenital disfigurements:
And the blots of Nature's hand
Shall not in their issue stand:
Never mole, harelip, nor scar
Shall upon their children be
(Midsummer Night's Dream 6.2.39—44)
"Mole" was a favorite figurative disparage-
ment: "So oft it chances in particular merl/
That for some vicious mole of nature in
them . . . ". (Hamlet 1.4.27) "Mole of nature" is
such a natural fault as a birthmark, and by ex-
tension, a fault of character; hence, "mole" is
suitably belittling. "Wart" was another such
contemptuous figure, by which to demean a
feeble, undersized man (24): "Thou art a very
ragged wart". (Falstaff in King Henry IV, Part
2, 3.2.152) "I will tell your worship more of the
wart the next time we have confidence". (Mis-
tress Quickly, Merry Wives of Windsor 1.4.17)
If a single overlapping of specialties may be per-
mitted, wart might even refer to an underde-
veloped mandible: "Alas, poor chin! Many a
wart is richer". (Cressida in Troilus and Cres-
side 1.2.149) Derision is self-evident.
Curses are turned on oneself by way of at-
testing to the truth: "If I prove honey-mouth'd,
let my tongue blister". (Paulina in Winter's
Tale 2.2.32) After the fallen Timon has become
misanthropic, emissaries ask him to speak to the
senators of Athens. He snarls: "For each true
word, a blister"! (Timon of Athens 5.1.134)
Timon reversed the old superstitious curse that
for every falsehood, one receive a blister (17).
Juliet was not above cursing Nurse for sham-
ing Romeo: "Blister'd be thy tongue For such a
wish"! (Romeo and Juliet 32.90)
Even fairy curses took the form of blistering:
O'er ladies' lips, who straight on kisses dream:
Which oft the angry Mab with Blisters plagues
[herpes labialis]
Because their breaths with sweetmeats tainted are.
(Romeo and Juliet 1.4.76)
The cursing Caliban thinks blisters a con-
venient curse: "A south-west blow on ye,/And
blister you all o'er"! (The Tenpest 1.3.321)
The elements as well as people may be cursed:
"Blow winds, and crack your cheeks".4
(King Lear 3.1.5)
Blistering was a form of social ostracism with
which to curse a whore. It was a form of brand-
ing, something like Hester's scarlet letter in
Hawthorne's book of that name. It was an act
of contempt, to point the finger at the one ac-
cursed. Sometimes the blistering was unjust.
Such an act
takes off the rose
From the fair forehead of an innocent love
And sets a blister there.
(Hamlet 3.4.40)
"Scurvy" was a contemptuous adjective in
general use, borrowed from the abhorred skin
manifestation: "Scurvy patch", "scurvy tune",
"scurvy monster". That scurrilous usage is
readily understood today, although it is probably
never heard in ordinary speech. The meaning
would be clear enough if a modern King Lear
said: "
. . . like a scurvy politician, seem to see
the things thou dost not". (King Lear 4.6.72)
Simpson (12) believes that when Shakespeare
said "scurvy", he referred to a prevalent skin
condition or simply to any itch. Scurvy would
produce a scab, as the tetter might. Whether a
distinction in the use of the terms was drawn in
Shakespeare is not evident.
The soldier Thersites cannot be outmatched
in cursing, especially in cutaneous curses. Ther-
sites to Ajax:
I would thou didst itch from head to foot and
I had the scratching of thee. I would make
thee the loathsomest scab in Greece.
(Troilus and Cressida 2.126)
4Aeolus, the god of the winds in classical
mythology, was often depicted with cheeks dis-
tended almost to bursting by the act of blowing
to cause the winds.
CTJTANEOTJS CURSES 2fi1
Coriolanus, speaking to the Senators, uses the
itch to scoff metaphorically: "Rubbing the poor
itch of your opinion/Make yourselves scabs".
(Coriolan'us 1.1.169)
"Ronyon" and "scauld" were synonymous
with scurvy; those words often replaced scurvy
as did "mangy" and "scrofulous". "Ronyon" as
used in Macbeth is synonymous with scrofulous
or mangy, the adjective having been used in a
derogatory, not a clinical sense.
Scrofula, the disease that only the King could
cure by "touching", was widespread; cursing and
contempt usurped the affliction, and quackery
and "miracles" knew where to flourish:
strangely visited people/All swoln and ulcerous,
pitiful to the eye/The mere despair of surgery,
." (Description of the "King's evil": Mac-
beth 4,3.150)
"Scroyle" is also a strange word of contempt
for a low, mean fellow, a wretch. It is sometimes
apelled "scrowled", and it, too, means mangy
(21), signifying a person of a scrofulous habit
(18). The word may be applied to a leper: "...
These scroyles of Angiers flout you, kings; . . .
(King John 2.1.373) To equate anything with
leprosy was the nadir of contempt: "There is no
leprosy but what thou speak'st. . . ." (Timon of
Athens 4.3 .364)
Thersites may be depended on for the lowly
usage of lazar (leper): "I care not to be the louse
of a lazar. .. ." (Troilus and Cressida 5.1.67) "If
she that lays thee out [in death]/says thou art
a fair corse I'll be sworn/and sworn upon't she
never shrouded any but lazars". (Troilus and
Cressida 2.3.30)
Apemantus and Timon were not likely to over-
look the plague in their repertoire of coarse in-
vectives and unremitting curses: "A plague on
thee!/Thou art too bad to curse". (Timon of
Athens 4.3.362) "I'ld beat thee, but I should in-
fect my hands". (Timon in Timon of Athens
4.3 .366) "I would my tongue could rot them
off. . . ." (Apemantus in Timcm of Athens
4.3.367)
King Lear compares his deceitful daughter
Goneril to the spots of the plague. Adjectives
linked with tokens all refer to the plague spots:
In Love's Labour's Lost, we read of the "Lord's
tokens"; in Troilus and Cressida, of "the death-
tokens of it [Achilles' pride] cry 'No recovery' ".
(2.3.189)
Marcius, in Coriolanus:
You shames of Rome! You herd of boils and
plagues
Plaster you o'er; that you may be abhor'd
Further than seen, and one infect another...
(1.4.30)
Bucknill (25) logically interprets the boils
invoked as the bubos of plague.
Timon's multiple curse is characteristic:
Plagues incident to men,
Your potent and infectious fevers heap
On Athens, ripe for stroke ..
. Itches, blains
Sow all th' Athenian bosoms, and their crop
be general leprosy!
(Timon of Athens 4.121)
Partridge (10) defines "blains" as pustules
caused by venereal disease. (The old word for
chilblains was "kibes"—Tenipest 2.1.284. A kibe
(9) could also be a chap on the heel—Hamlet
5.1.15)
How much the plague, which visited London
in varying intensities throughout Shakespeare's
lifetime (4) was on their minds! Troilus
curses: "Let your brief plagues be mercy"
[quickly fatal]. (Troilus and Cressida 5.10.9)
The bitter and tragic Lear (and vainly foolish
before his downfall) reacts to Fool's quips: "A
pestilent gall to me. . . ." (King Lear 1.14.112)
The line "A pestilence on him" recurs, as in
Hamlet (5.1.196) and in Troilus and Cressida
(4.2.21). When the equally bitter Timon is told
of the Senators' greetings to him, he responds by
disdaining:
I thank them; and would send them back the
plague
Could I but catch it for them.
(Timon of Athens 5.1.143)
Caliban hurls: "A plague upon the tyrant that
I serve". (The Tempest 2.2.136) Caliban who
curses rather than speaks, in this one flings the
red plague:
You taught me language, and my profit on't
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you
For learning me your language.
(The Tempest 12.444—446)
The red peitilence presumably was the bubonic
plague, the red referring to the cutaneous erup-
tions (26).
Constance, always wailing, upbraids Queen
Elinor for depriving Arthur of his inheritance;
she piles plague on plague:
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.1 have but this to say,
That he is not only plagued for her sin [rnfidehty],
But God hath made her sin and her plague
On this removed issue, plagued for her,
And with her plague, her sin;
All punished in the person of this child,
And all for her. A Plague upon her!
(King' John 2.1.196—203)
Perhaps this is how plague crept into the general
language for figurative usage.
The reference to "strumpet's plague" in
Othello (4.1.97) surely means syphilis.
That the red nose is a consequence of alcohol-
ism was firmly accepted. The sack-drinking com-
panions, Bardolph and Falstaff, amused Shake-
speare's playfulness with figures of speech.
Bardolph's red-skinned face was likened to a
"warming pan" (King Henry V, Part 2, 2.1.87);
his alcoholic nose, to a "lantern in the poop"
(King Henry V 3.325); to a "hellfire" (King
Henry IV, Part 1, 3.3.32); to "ignis fatuus", or
"a ball of wildfire. an everlasting bonfire-
light" (King Henry IV, Part 1, 3.3.40); to "a
brazier" (King Henry VIII 5.4.41); to a "black
soul burning in hell" (King Henry V 2.3.1-45).
Bardolph's red face had become proverbial
and turned up in writings other than Shake-
speare's (27).
IFluellin, in reporting to King Henry V which
of his men was lost, recalls the man to the King
by this ill-favored description: " . . . Bardolph,
if your Majesty know the man: his face is all
bubukles and whelks and knobs, and flames of
fire; and his lips blows at his nose, and it is like
a coal of fire, sometimes plue [blue] and some-
times red . . . ". The word pimple is never used
in Shakespeare. Fluellin combines bubo, an ab-
scess, and carbuncle to form bubukle, which is
sometimes said to mean pimple (11). Carbuncle
could refer to any blemish from a simple red
spot "presumed to have been caused by habits of
intemperance" (27) to a pimple or pustule.
Knobs are any protuberance (9), probably small
tumors or cysts or even pimples (11). Whelks
(11) are pimples or pumples (sic), sometimes de-
fined as pustules which could still be pimples.
"Quat" also means pimple (11) but is applied
contemptuously to a person (22).
"Botchy core" is an inflamed boil, discharg-
ing pus (9). Thersites to Ajax about Agamem-
non, relishing the thought of his being so af-
flicted:
How if he had hues [boils]—full, all over, gen-
erally
And those biles did run?
Then would come some matter from him;
Were not that a botehy core?
(Troilus and Cressida 2.1.5—6)
Pinching was the usual curse of the fairies,
especially on those who violated the Jaws of
chastity (27). Caliban refers to Prospero's cursed
magic ability to pinch, with which Caliban is
always being threatened: "He'll ifil our skins
with pinches. . . and .. . pinch-spotted make
them. . . ." (The Tempest 4.1.233 and 4,1.259)
The flesh fly was one that lays its eggs in
flesh. "Blow" meant swell by a deposit of the
eggs (27). Caliban curses again: "The flesh fly
blow thy mouth". (The Tempest 3.1.76)
Dromio of Syracuse, one of the twin brothers
in A Comedy of Errors whose identity is con-
fused by his wife's sister whom he in turn mis-
takes as his wife (the sister is a greasy kitchen
wench who claims Dromio as her lawful hus-
band) is asked by Antipholus of Syracuse:
"What complexion is she of"? Dromio laughs:
"Swart [with grime], like my shoe". Then
Dromio ridicules her further as being "like a
globe". He could 'find countries in her". Anti-
pholus jests: "Where America, the Indies"?
Dromio anticipates Dermatology when poking
fun at the map-like distribution of eruptions:
"0, sir! upon her nose, all o'er embellished with
rubies, carbuncles, saphires" . . . (A Comedy of
Errors 3.2.136—150) Precious stones were some-
times called carbuncles (11), (9) but here
Dromio is surely laughing at the girl's blemishes.
Partridge reads this passage only with the
etymologic and semantic sexual "implicatives"
of his study (10). He seems to disregard the acne
and boils entirely, because of his interest only in
the "coded" anatomic areas. Shakespeare's pred-
ilection for the mots a double entente leaves
room for both interpretations.
Thersites' contempt contained some incipient
awareness of evolution:
There's Ulysses and old Nester [Thersites' coun-
trymen], whose wit was moldy ere your grand-
sires
had nails on their toes...
(Troilus and Cressida 2.1.105)
EPILOGUE
This effort is "all o'erthrown", and I dwell no
longer than to ask acceptance of this derma-
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tologic by-play. General cursing and contempt
are full-bodied and brimful. Among the cu-
taneous choices, the selected citations seemed
the most typical and the most insightful. Some-
times it was difficult to resist inclusions of
colorful curses and contumelious figures of
speech not having cutaneous significance. Some-
times dermatologic appeal without concomitant
cursing or contempt called for disciplined ad-
herence to the title.
The history of syphilology is an old one. Any
elements concerning it yielded to the begging of
the many curses and contemptuous lines perti-
nent to the disease. They were not included to
inform but to amuse a knowing audience of
dermatologists.
Shakespeare was not a dermatologist. I have
not sought to prove him one. It is how he trans-
muted his all-pervading and probing observa-
tions into his characterizations; it is his special
application of all that was known in his time
and of the folklore that was believed—these
dazzle and delight our always renewing admira-
tion and wonder. But now:
As you from crimes would pardoned be,
Let your indulgence set me free.
(Epilogue, The Tempest, Line 20)
Less spirit to curse
Abides in me I say amen to all.
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